Abstract Personality and mental ability measures were administered to 27 pairs of children in Sri Lanka who did, or did not, claim memories of a previous life. Questionnaires about their behavior, development, and family environment were administered to their parents. Children claiming previous-life memories performed better in school than did their peers and they were not more suggestible. The Child Behavior Checklist revealed that they exhibited more behavioral problems, including oppositional traits, and obsessional and perfectionistic characteristics. The Child Dissociation Checklist showed them to have dissociative tendencies (e.g. rapid changes in personality and frequent daydreaming). The structure of their family environment did not differ measurably from that of comparison children.
In some parts of the world where the belief in reincarnation is common, young children (e.g. aged 3-5 years) can occasionally be found who claim to remember events from a previous life, or who make statements that are interpreted as referring to events in a previous life. They make statements about their presumed previous life such as where they lived, the events leading to their death (mostly accidents), and other life circumstances. Fairly often they have phobias which they relate to their previous mode of death and in a small number of cases they may point to birthmarks and state that this is where they received their fatal injuries.
Many such cases have been investigated by Stevenson ( 1977 Stevenson ( ,1980 Stevenson ( ,1987 , who has found them in many parts of the world. These investigations have sought to test the veridicality of the statements that the children have made: do they correspond to verifiable events in the life of some deceased person? In some cases, particularly in Thailand, Burma, India, Sri Lanka, Turkey and Lebanon, Stevenson has found a fairly close correspondence between the child's statements and events in the life of a specific, deceased person. Other investigators have reported similar findings (Haraldsson 1991 (Haraldsson , 2000a (Haraldsson , 2000b Haraldsson & Samararante, 1999; Keil, 199 1; Mills, 1989; Mills, Haraldsson, & Keil, 1994; Pasricha, 1990) .
Why do these young children start to speak of images and ideas allegedly of a previous life in the much same way that they speak of other, more pedestrian, memories ? The concept of reincarnation is the traditional explanation in the countries where most of the cases are found. This concept assumes that the claimed memories are, in fact, reflections of real events that happened before the child was born, and then preserved by the consciousness of the child who is now reborn. It has also been suggested that these claims might be deja vu experiences (Haraldsson, 1991) . Anthropologists have also advanced cultural explanations of the child's statements in terms of prevailing cultural and religious norms that the child is taught to accept by his parents and the community into which he or she is born (Mills, 1989) .
Psychological explanations have also been advanced to explain alleged previous life memories: Social isolation, undue suggestibility, a rich fantasy life, dissociative tendencies, attention-seeking, and disturbed relationships with parents. Any of these might lead, it is claimed, a child to claim previous life memories (Brody, 1979; Haraldsson, 199 1) . The coupling of a rich fantasy life with dissociative tendencies may be particularly likely to produce such 'memories. ' In an earlier field study, some of the psychological explanations which have been advanced were put to the test in Sri Lanka (Haraldsson, 1995 (Haraldsson, , 1997 . At the time of the assessment, most of the children were no longer speaking of their previous life memories. Most children stop doing so around the age of 5, or soon thereafter, and it is unusual for them to continue much beyond 8 years of age. These children were not found to confabulate more than other children and they were not more suggestible. In other respects, however, there were considerable, and quite interesting, differences: they had better-developed vocabulary and obtained higher scores on a brief test of intelligence; their recent memory and their school performance were considerably better than those of their peers; and they proved to be a group of quite able children. However, they also had a problematic side to their lives: they were more argumentative, more nervous and higher-strung, perfectionistic, more concerned with being neat and orderly, and they liked to be alone.
Following this first study, some interesting questions remained unanswered, however. Do these children dissociate more than other children? Putnam (1996) , among others, has argued that family environment may well make 'a substantial contribution to the propensity to dissociate ' (p. 290) . Do these children live in particularly tense, conflict-ridden families that, in turn, might lead the children to use fantasy more or to rely upon dissociation as a means of escape from conflict with other members of the family? Are the families' internal organization and the control that is exercised over family members structured differently in any important way? Or, do the families allow a greater degree of autonomy and independence for their members? And, is there a different degree of open expression of conflict or more cohesion in such families? These possibilities were examined in the present study, and an attempt was made to confirm some earlier findings.
THE CONCEPT OF REINCARNATION AMONG SRI LANKANS
Sri Lanka is a multiethnic society, primarily Buddhist (69%) but with sizable Hindu (16%), Muslim (8%), and Christian (7%) communities. The belief in reincarnation, or rebirth as it is more commonly called in Sri Lanka, is common to Buddhists and Hindus alike, although their concepts of it differ considerably. Reincarnation is not a part of Muslim and Christian doctrines, and these communities are not supposed to believe in reincarnation. Unfortunately, no formal surveys have been conducted to indicate how widespread the actual belief in reincarnation is among the various religious communities. Such belief is generally assumed to be very high among Buddhists and Hindus, and much lower, if not non-existent, among Muslims and Christians.
Children speaking of a previous life have been found in all of the religious communities, but chiefly amongst the Buddhists. Of the 64 cases that the first author has investigated in Sri Lanka, 57 are from Buddhist, 4 from Christian, and 2 from Muslim homes, while 1 came from a mixed Hindu-Buddhist family. Owing to civil war in the northern and eastern parts of the country (which is mostly inhabited by Hindus and Muslims), this area has been out of our reach. The cases of this study, are, therfore, from areas that are prominently inhabited by Buddhists, but interspersed with the other communities.
According to Hinduism there is a soul or atman that persists from one life to another and successively reincarnates. Atman does not change, and is the eternal inner self that partakes in the divine and 'true' reality and is, thus, free from the illusion (maya) that characterizes human life. In Buddhism there is nothing equivalent to atman. Buddhists speak of rebirth as re-becoming (punarbhavaya in Sinhalese and Pali). According to the doctrine of anatta there is no substantive or unchanging soul. Only consciousness persists, and its contents are constantly changing. It is doubtful that the general population is aware of these important doctrinal differences in the concepts of reincarnation in Buddhism and Hinduism.
Particularly relevant to the present study is the question how the belief in rebirth may be communicated to children. Children receive their first formal teaching in religion at the age of 4-5 when most of them go to preschool where they are taught elementary things about religion. Also, in many Buddhist temples there are Sunday schools run by monks and lay teachers that many children attend around the same age. At both institutions children are mostly taught stories from the life of Buddha. Only later will they be given more formal teaching of religious doctrine. Children may also go with their parents to attend sermons on Poya days (i.e. religious holidays at the time of every full moon). Religious sermons can also be heard on radio and television. Most popular Buddhist teaching is concerned with how you should behave and conduct your life, and it is usually interwoven with stories from the life of Buddha. There may, however, be passing references to reincarnation.
Religious education of children at home varies widely among families. In some families, the child is taught about the importance of religious worship at a young age, to become a good person in society. However, no surveys are available that give reliable information about how common this is. This early religious education mostly takes the form of some mothers narrating parables to put the child to sleep (mostly Jataka stories, which are an important part of the Buddhist tradition). These simple stories are likely to cultivate moral values in the child as they focus mainly on the (karmic) consequences of various actions in daily life. They are told by Lord Buddha and are believed to relate events in his previous births. Thus the child is taught indirectly about reincarnation.
Children who speak about a previous life usually begin doing so around the age of 3-4, i.e. before they receive their first exposure to formal religious education, and often almost as soon as they begin to speak. It is in their homes that they are most likely to learn first about the concept of rebirth.
We have made informal inquiries among several of our friends and Buddhist scholars in Sri Lanka about religious education at home for children up to 4 years of age: the consensus is that such education is minimal, if at all. Some children, who speak, or are believed to be speaking, of a previous life, do not seem to be aware of the unusual nature of their accounts. They may describe an event that happened to them, such as an accident, and add, 'and then I came here,' as if these events were continuous. In other instances, they may express explicitly that they are speaking of a previous life. What role, if any, parents may have in these differences is hard to tell.
On average, we have been able to find around five cases per year in a population of some 18 million. We often learn about the cases through personal inquiries, from letters, or other contacts with one of our associates who has written a book in Sinhalese about 'rebirth cases,' and from reports that occasionally appear in newspapers about such cases. Some parents do not mind that an account of their child appears in a newspaper, whereas others, particularly middle class families, often make it a condition of an investigation that no publicity be given to the case.
On a few occasions newspapers have published detailed accounts of children with their statements about the previous life before a previous personality has been identified. Then a family may accidentally read the account and conclude that it is referring to the life of someone in his or her family who died before the child was born. Cultural construction of such cases may take place in many instances, but such cases weaken the cultural construction theory when the correspondence between the child's statements and facts in the life of the alleged previous personality is high and is based on highly specific statements (cf. Haraldsson, 1991, 2OOOb; Haraldsson & Samararatne, 1999; Stevenson & Samararatne, 1988) .
We have learned that it is not uncommon that parents 'suppress' such cases. The usual reason given is that the parents are afraid that they may lose the child because the child might like to go to his or her previous parents, if they come to be known, for they often state that their present parents are not their 'real parents,' that they have another home elsewhere, and they want to go there. If such a home and family are identified, which happens in about one-third of the cases, the children enjoy visiting them, and sometimes like to share both homes. Sometimes they seem to like their alleged former parents more than the present ones. However, we know of no case in which the child has actually left its home.
On the whole, parents of these children look at them as normal. In some instances, though, they are seen as quite exceptional, especially when a previous family that 'fits the facts' has been identified. That they sometimes are seen as special may also stem, in part, from the fact that they are often highly gifted and have excellent school performance. Parents also often perceive these children as more mature than their peers, although they may, in other ways, be quite demanding and argumentative or 'difficult.' Christian and Muslim parents, however, often may feel uncomfortable about the child's claims. In some cases, particularly those where no previous personality has been found to fit the claims of the child, the child may be perceived to be something of a nuisance for continuously repeating a story that cannot be verified, and for claiming, perhaps, to have lived in much better circumstances before. Their peers sometimes tease them when their claims become known in the neighbourhood. The reactions of peers, teachers, family members, and others in the community are quite variable and not easily predictable.
M ETHOD

SUBJECTS
The participants were 27 pairs of children and their parents, 14 pairs of boys and 13 pairs of girls. They ranged in age from 5 years, 5 months to 10 years, 2 months, with a mean age of 7 years, 10 months. The pairs were equated for sex, age (the control children averaged seven days older), and general background (social and family demographics). Within each pair of children, one was the index subject, viz., the child who claimed to have memories of a previous life, and one was the comparison subject, the child who had made no such claim. The children lived in southern and central Sri Lanka and were nearly equally located in cities and towns or in rural areas.
The Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test -Revised (PPVT-R; Dunn & Dunn, 1981) This is a measure of the child's receptive vocabulary and word knowledge and does not require an oral response by the child. It consists of 175 words, presented in order of (increasing) difficulty. Each item is read aloud to the child and the child is then required to point to one of four black-and-white pictures (in a bound volume of illustrations) that goes best with the target stimulus. This and all other tests were translated into Sinhalese by Vimala Mahendran. The PPVT-R has not been standardized for Sri Lankan children, and hence raw scores were used, in each case comparing an index child with a comparison child. This instrument also provides an index of cognitive status that is known to relate to such indices as verbal IQ. This widely used test has been used successfully before in cross-cultural settings. When a few items that seem culturally dependent are excluded, as in this case, the instrument appears quite valid although no formal validation studies have been conducted in Sri Lanka.
HARALDSSON ET AL.: C HILDREN S PEAKING OF A P REVIOUS L IFE
The Coloured Progressive Matrices (RCPM; Raven, Court, & Raven, 1984) This instrument is an index of general intellectual capacity and has been used extensively in cross-cultural applications. Raven (1985) has described this scale as 'theoretically-based . . . with roots in the investigations of Spearman into the nature of intelligence' (p. iii) and as 'a test of clear thinking and observation' (Raven, 1963: 3) . The test, which is administered on a non-verbal basis (and requires no oral response from the child), calls upon the child to use visual pattern recognition skills for the earlier (and easier) items and analogical (or eductive) reasoning on the later (and more difficult) items. The child is presented with 36 colorful items, one per page, in three series of 12, and allowed to spend as much time as needed on each item. The RCPM was only administered to our younger children, 12 pairs of children 7 years or younger.
. Spatial Memory (Kaufman, 1983) This subtest from The Kaufman Assessment Battery for Children was included as a nonverbal index of memory function. According to Kaufman (I983) , this task is 'designed to assess short-term recall via simultaneous, not sequential, processing . . . Spatial Memory measures the child's ability to recall the locations of pictures arranged randomly on a page' (p. 48). The task may be viewed as an index of short-term visuospatial memory that does not rely on sequential processing or the child's motoric abilities. I (McCarthy, 1972) This task, which is from The McCarthy Scales of Children's Abilities, requires the child to listen to sequences of words or sentences and then to immediately recall them (much in the same fashion as traditional digit span tasks). 'The entire series, then, tests the child's ability to repeat words and sentences that he hears' (p. 9).
Verbal Memory
Verbal Memory II In this part of the verbal memory tasks of The McCarthy Scales, 'the examiner reads a simple short story to the child, who is then requested to retell the story' (p. 10). This task, in conjunction with Part I, offers a broad inventory of the child's ability to use verbal working memory for single words, sentences and phrases, and more meaningful material (i.e. a story).
The Family Questionnaire (FQ; Fowler, 1980) This instrument has been developed from the work of Moos ( 1974) whose Family Environment Scale (Form R) is the source inventory. Analyses of the FES-R by Fowler (1980 Fowler ( , 1981 Fowler ( , 1982 demonstrated that a 30-item version of the original instrument could be constructed of two orthogonal factors of 15 items each in order to measure dimensions of 'Organization-control' and 'Cohesion vs. Conflict.' Twenty-five pairs of parents independently completed the FQ.
The Child Behavior Checklist -Parent Form (CBCL; Achenbach & Edelbrock, 1983 ) Twenty-five pairs of subjects' mothers completed the CBCL, which consists primarily of a list of problems that children may have or characteristics that may sometimes lead to problems. The CBCL surveys the social competence, behavioral development, and adjustment of children and has been extensively studied in North American populations of children from pre-school age to upper adolescence. In our previous field use (Haraldsson, 1995 (Haraldsson, , 1997 , responses to several items called for further explorations. Hence, a few questions were added, such as if subjects argued about their previous-life memories, if their fears were related to previouslife memories, etc.
The Gudjonsson Suggestibility Scale (GSS; Gudjonsson, 1984 Gudjonsson, ,1987 This instrument was only administered to children 8 years and older ( 15 pairs) in order to assess the children's 'responses to "leading questions" and "negative feedback" instructions,' after being asked to recall a short story which had been read aloud (Gudjonsson, 1987) . After recall of this fictitious narrative, the children were asked 20 questions about the content of the story, 15 of which are suggestive or 'leading' in some way. After this procedure, each of the children was informed that a number of errors in recall had been made and, for this reason, it would be necessary to readminister the questions once more. As a result of this procedure, it is possible to obtain from the GSS several indices: the accuracy of Free recall; Confabulations, content that is 'recalled,' but not actually present in the narrative; Yield suggestibility, the number of items yielded to before negative feedback is given; Shift suggestibility, the distinct change in the nature of the child's answer to the I5 'suggestible' (or leading) questions and the five 'non-suggestible' ones; and Total suggestibility which equals
The children were administered the second, or parallel, form of the GSS which has been found to be more appropriate for children (Gudjonsson, 1987; Danielsdottir, Sigurgeirsdottir, Einarsdottir, & Haraldsson, 1993) . Adaptation of the instrument to this cross-cultural context involved making the contents of the story (e.g. scenes, locale, protagonists, and events) congruent with the background of Sri Lankan children.
The Child Dissociation CheckZist (CDC; Putnam & Helmers, 1993) This inventory is a X)-item survey of dissociative experiences in childhood that is completed by a parent (usually the mother). Validation studies of this new scale (e.g. Putnam & Helmers, 1993; Putnam 8z Peterson, 1994) indicate adequate reliability and validity for children aged 3-19: the scale is capable of discriminating 'between children diagnosed as having Multiple Personality Disorder and Dissociative Disorder Not Otherwise Specified' (Putnam & Peterson, 1994: 204) . Preliminary indications, then, from clinical applications of this instrument (Lewis, 1996) suggest that the CDC 'is a useful, reliable, and valid screening tool for the detection of pathological dissociation in children' (Putnam & Peterson, 1994: 204) .
The instruments we used did not seem to pose any particular problem when administered to our Sri Lankan samples. A back translation of the CBCL and the CDC by an independent person revealed no major discrepancies.
School Records School performance was examined by reviewing each child's school record book. For children 10 years and older, the grades and marks received and the relative standing of the child in his or her class are recorded in the school record book. For younger children, position in class is usually not given and can only be obtained by getting the grades for all of the children in the class and then calculating each child's position. A few parents did not want us to contact the school because they did not want it to be known in the school that their child had been speaking of previouslife memories; hence, that information about the child's position in class is missing. Also, grades given to 5 and 6 year olds generally do not allow a meaningful differentiation of school performance within a class; hence, such data are only reported for children who were 7 years or older.
PROC EDURE
Each subject was visited unannounced at his or her home or school. A member of our team had previously interviewed the child and the parents about the case and in all cases had obtained prior explicit consent from the parents for their participation in the study. In schools, teachers helped us find a control child whose birthday was closest in its class to that of our index subject. If we met the index child at home, we searched for a control subject from the neighborhood who was as close in age as possible. We expressed our appreciation by small gifts (such as ballpoint pens or small calculators) after the testing session was over. Table 1 shows the results of comparisons between children claiming previous-life memories (index subjects) and comparison children for a number of indices related to the children's cognitive development, behavioral adjustment, and personality characteristics. These and other comparisons were made using the Wilcoxon matched-pairs signed-rank test. On Raven's Coloured Progressive Matrices, and some other cognitive 37(4) indices, there is no statistically reliable difference between the index subjects and the controls. These results suggest that, overall, these children's cognitive capacity, memory functions, and related aspects of cognitive development are near parity with each other. Cognitive development, at this juncture, appears to be broadly comparable for the two groups of children. These findings are somewhat at variance, then, with those reported earlier by Haraldsson (1995 Haraldsson ( , 1997 . A clear contrast between these children is seen, however, when their position or rank-in-class is considered: index children are typically more advanced in their school performance. They have a higher average position with a mean rank-in-class percentile of 86. When this is compared with a theoretical mean of 50, a Wilcoxon 2 of 2.60 results (n = 11, p <.Ol). This is in line with the senior author's earlier finding (Haraldsson, 1997) . Because of the young overall age of this sample, we only have school ranks for 11 of these index children.
RESULTS
COGNITIVE S TATUS
A mean percentile of 61 for the controls indicates, however, that our control sample may not be as random as we would like. Sometimes parents did not want us to contact the child's school (or the school was closed for holidays) and we had to get a comparison child from the neighborhood or from among the child's friends. On a few occasions, we noticed, these friends were also outstanding pupils. Table 1 also presents the results of several contrasts between our index and comparison subjects on measures of behavioral development and adjustment (e.g. The Child Behavior Checklist), dissociation and suggestibility, and family environment. On the Total Behavior Problems score from the CBCL, index children were consistently viewed by their parents as demonstrating more behavioral and adjustment problems. In Table 2 , it is clear that these children present quite unique challenges to their parents: they are viewed as being more argumentative, more tense, more highly strung, and more anxious and fearful, as well as having a number of obsessional and perfectionistic traits (e.g. needs to be more orderly and neat). Yet other traits appear to reliably differentiate them from the comparison subjects, including, but not limited to, possible disturbances in peer relationships and isolative behaviors (e.g. being secretive and lonely). However, the CBCL also shows that index children do not have any fewer close friends than the comparison children, nor do they do things with their friends any less often. According to their parents, they also get along well, overall, with their brothers and sisters, other children, and their parents in no different fashion than do comparison children.
BEHAVIOURALANDPERSONALITYDEVELOPMENT
The parents of our index group do view their children, however, as talking too much. In 22% of cases their children's talk concerned an alleged previous life. They also were argumentative, but only in four cases did they argue about their previous life. They are also more fearful and anxious than other children. In 30% of cases their fears related to events (usually fatal) that they suffered in the previous life. The parents' reports confirm, therefore, several key differences between index and comparison subjects that Haraldsson ( 1997) had discovered earlier.
Further light on how the index children may differ from their peers is given in the results for the Child Dissociation Checklist and the GSS in Tables 1 and 3 . On the CDC, parents of the index children significantly differentiate their children from parents of comparison subjects that suggests some greater degree of affective instability and fantasy proneness (e.g. daydreaming) among their own children. This affective instability is revealed in such things as 'rapid changes' in mood and personality, more frequent display of temper tantrums, and, perhaps, psychosexual precocity (probably curiosity about sexual matters). Moreover, there is a strong Pearson correlation between the scores of the CBCL and the CDC: r = .77 (n = 24, p <.OOl) for the index subjects and .68 (n = 22, p <.OOl) for the comparison children. Overall, these results suggest that dissociation and the kind of behavioral and adjustment problems reported by the parents of these children are linked, presumably, by some set of intrapsychic mechanisms (e.g. abilities, defenses, or both). The results of the GSS do not reveal any greater tendency or disposition for the index children to be more suggestible or to confabulate when given such material as a brief narrative to recall. In regard to behavioral and personality development, there are some quite important differences between our index children and the comparison children, including their school performance and how their parents view their behavioral adjustment and personality development.
PSYCHIATRY 37(4)
FAMILY E NVIRONMENT
The results of the Family Questionnaire (Fowler, 1980) are given in Table  1 . This analysis examines absolute d$$erences between mothers and fathers on the FQ with respect to both indices, Orgunization-control and Cohesion VS. Corzflict. No overall differences are seen in these results for the parents of index and comparison children. There is, apparently, no greater recognized need on the part of these two groups of parents to structure, control, or otherwise limit the activity of family members. In turn, the perceptions of mothers and fathers do not differ between our two groups with respect the second index, the open expression of conflict.
DISCUSSION
This second study of children who claim previous-life memories has yielded a particularly interesting finding: the Child Dissociation Checklist reveals that they exhibit a definite degree of dissociation, according to their parents. They are more likely to show rapid changes in personality, daydream frequently, have intense outbursts of anger, and often refer to themselves in the third person (Table 3) .
Children who report previous-life memories are often characterized by unusual behavioral features congruent with the personality that they claim to have been in the previous life (e.g. monk-like behavior of children who say they have been monks in a previous life; vide Haraldsson & Samararatne, 1999) . Some of these behavioral features may fade as they become older. They also speak of tragic events which may find expression as phobias or fears, or, in rare cases, they may point to birthmarks which they claim stem from fatal wounds inflicted in the previous life (Stevenson, 1997a (Stevenson, , 1997b . The rapid changes in personality that their parents report may be related to these particular behavioral features, but this requires further study. Also, they often refer to themselves in the third person, which may be the assumed previous personality (to which they have sometimes given a name).
There was no correlation between the dissociation score and age for either the index children (r = .06, n = 27, W) or the comparison subjects (r = .13). At the time of our study, most of the children in our sample reported no previous-life memories. By the age of 5-6, most of these children no longer speak of their previous-life memories. This is a commonplace finding in all of the countries where such cases have been found and investigated (Stevenson, 1987) .
In the first study, we found no support for hypotheses of social isolation, suggestibility, rich fantasy life, or undue attention-seeking, but there was some evidence of compromised relationships with parents. In the present study, the overall structure of the family environment plays no easily discernible role. In the behavioral area, this study confirms the earlier finding of a high problem score on the Child Behavior Checklist, indicating oppositional traits, and obsessional and perfectionistic characteristics. These children are particularly argumentative, somewhat obsessional, bragging, perfectionistic, more fearful and nervous, and more changeable in mood, just to mention some important characteristics contained in the CBCL (Table 2) .
The data of our first psychological study showed that children claiming previous-life memories had a larger vocabulary, better memory, and as a group did much better in school than their peers. Their better performance in school was confirmed by the present results, but no significant advantage was seen for these children in their vocabulary development or memory skills. These differences between the two studies on measures of cognitive status may well be due to the high rank-in-class mean percentile of 61 in the present sample's control subjects, against 49 in the first study, which was closer to the theoretical mean of 50. The higher percentile of the controls in the present study indicates a biased sample that would tend to reduce any differences in mental abilities' scores between the two groups.
The behavioral phenotype of children who claim memories of a previous-life has emerged quite clearly. The nature of their memories, their mental abilities and performance in school, their personality characteristics, and the dissociative symptoms reported by their parents are reliable markers of their development at this point. What is less clear, however, is the link between the behavioral problems and their dissociative symptoms. What abilities or defenses subserve this phenomenon?
Dissociation by itself is not always, of course, pathological (Lewis, 1996: 304) . Indeed, some aspects of dissociation are a common expression of the child's evolving ability to use fantasy creatively, subserving the development of their imaginative capacities, as well as being able to use dissociation as a means of defense (against, for example, perceived threats in interpersonal relationships). However, Lewis (1996) reminds us that 'dissociation functions as an automatic, primitive, protective, psychological defense against excruciating physical and mental pain' (p. 303). Putnam (1996) , in turn, has emphasized that the reality of dissociation is 'a discernible failure in the integration of information, experience, and perception' (p. 286). The question then arises whether or not the behavioral phenotype that is reflected in the present findings has yet other linkages to such aspects of personality development as identity formation, imaginative capacity, the use of fantasy, and the normative occurrence of dissociation.
The interface between the behavioral challenges these children pose for others (e.g. their parents) and their tendency to dissociate leads to the speculation that the development of the sense of self for these youngsters may be somewhat different from what is typically seen. Stern (1985) has claimed that the development of the self is dependent upon the emergence of a sense of agency, coherence (or underlying integrity), affectivity, and continuity. In the three latter respects, children who claim to have memories of a former life may diverge importantly from their peers. They may have, for example, a different sense of coherence for their inner world that must integrate memories that, to the outsider at least, appear discontinuous, viz., memories of a former life, with memories from a current existence. However, in speaking to these children, one does not get an impression of a feeling of discontinuity. While they report these memories of a previous life, they often describe some tragic event (in which they presumably died) and then add, 'and then I came here' (meaning to their present family) as if this is a perfectly natural thing and no abnormality at all. However, this discontinuity, which may be felt in some subtler way, may give rise to an unstable affectivity (hence, 'behavioral problems' and challenges to their parents and others) which emanates from the difficulty that these children encounter in developing stable integrations of such memories with others.
There is another phenomenon in pre-school children, that has some resemblance to claims of memories of a previous life, but which is not at all uncommon in Western societies: some children report imaginary companions or playmates, which in some cultures may be referred to as invisible playmates (Manosevitz, Fling, & Prentice, 1977; Taylor, Cartwright, & Carlson, 1993) . In such cases, the child seems to create images of companions with which the child plays, gives names, and treats as real beings (and expects others to do the same). The onset of imaginary companions and previous-life memories is around the same age, but the question of whether or not their duration is similar needs further investigation. A comparative psychological study of children with imaginary companions and children with previous-life memories could indicate whether there is a common origin to both phenomena.
In our present sample, there are 19 unsolved and 8 so-called solved cases, i.e. some correspondence has been found between the child's statements and facts in the life of some previous personality. There is no significant difference in dissociation scores between these groups. For unsolved cases, the mean is 6.26, for solved it is 7.38 (t = .48, df= 25, ns). The means for the comparison and index children are 1.6 1 and 1.88, respectively.
Would dissociation alone suffice to create these apparent memories? We suspect that some creative element of the mind, some fantasy, should go hand-in-hand with any such dissociation. Here our data are somewhat conflicting: on the one hand, these children show more of a tendency for daydreaming, but on the other hand, the GSS yielded significantly lower scores for confabulations in the first study, while a distinct 'trend' in the same direction is present in the present study. The conclusion follows that children speaking of previous-life memories have strong dissociative tendencies, which may explain why they come up with their alleged memories. This may especially be the case if we consider the high correspondence found in some cases between the children's statements about the previous life and events in the life of an identified deceased person.
Of course, there may also be an alternative explanation. Children who speak of a previous life sometimes display a constellation of characteristics, viz., not only claimed memories, but frequently phobias associated with the previous life, birthmarks (which start to form in the embryo) and even traces of skills or knowledge. Could it be that added to these characteristics are traces of a different (i.e. previous) personality? According to this alternative explanation, this personality may at times become active, and that might explain the rapid changes in personality reported by the parents, and the display of more than one personality, while at other times the 'previous personality' is more quiescent and the usual personality of the child dominant.
There are still many questions that need to be posed about these children both as the result of our current findings and from what is known about the normative course of neurocognitive development. The onset, for example, of claimed memories of a previous life coincides with the opening of a number of cognitive and neurobiological windows for children (Bornstein, 1987; Rovee-Collier, 1995; Scott, 1962) . Any comprehensive understanding of these children needs to develop an integrated view of them that takes note of the underlying neurocognitive processes, critical period and time-window phenomena, and the normative course of children's personality development. Our findings are from Sri Lanka, but do they hold in other cultures and countries? 
